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CHAPTER ONE 
 
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
 
Throughout history, America has ostracized people of color, particularly African-
Americans, through legal and regulated means. This theme is evident from slavery, through Jim 
Crow, “separate but equal” laws, mass incarceration, and now, zero tolerance policies and 
exclusionary punishment in school settings (Ruiz, 2017). Disciplinary practices, similar to the 
criminal justice system, allow for administrators to legally remove African American students 
from a classroom, thus encroaching on their constitutional right to a free, public education. This 
is not to say that disciplinary action is never necessary, but exclusionary punishment proves to be 
a serious problem by impacting the social, mental, and educational development of those 
excluded (Curran, 2016). When schools unnecessarily expel or suspend students, they are being 
denied their constitutional right to a free public education (Gloss v Lopez, 1975). African 
Americans are removed from the classroom at a rate much higher than white children, despite the 
fact that they make up much less of the student population. The Civil Rights Data Collection 
(2014), working in tandem with the U.S. Department of Education, found that black students 
made up 32% to 42% of all suspensions in 2014, but only comprised 16% of the student 
population. The overrepresentation of black children receiving disciplinary action is apparent, 
and shows no signs of remedying itself, especially with the implementation of zero-tolerance 
policies and the exclusionary tactics they employ.  
With the rise of zero tolerance over the 1990s through today, there has also been a rise in
1 
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 the criminalization of school children. For example, in the 1996-97 school year only 19% of US 
public high schools had full time security officers and over half of schools had no law 
enforcement at all (National Center for Education Statistics, NCES, 1997). This changed 
drastically in just a decade. In the 2007-08 school year more than two out of every three public 
schools had a full time security officer (US Departments of Education and Justice, 2013). As of 
2011, 94% of schools had a zero tolerance policy for weapons or firearms, 87% had a zero 
tolerance policy for alcohol, and 79% had a mandatory suspension or expulsion policy in place 
for violence and tobacco (NCES, 2011). The NCES (2015) also reported on the 2013-14 year, in 
which they found 87% of all public schools had no incidences of violent attacks. Despite this 
fact, 64% of high schools had a full time security officer, school resource officer, or sworn law 
enforcement officer on campus (NCES, 2015). These statistics, while varied in nature, show that 
public schools are seeing an increase in police presence. Proponents of zero tolerance policies 
may see these numbers as evidence that these strict measures are working; however, there is 
ample evidence presented in this study to show that these may be misleading, or ultimately 
contribute to further issues.  
With additional police presence comes greater numbers of disciplined students. The 
number of secondary students suspended or expelled has increased roughly 40 percent from one 
in thirteen in the 1972-73 school year to one in nine in the 2009-10 school year (Losen & 
Martinez, 2013). In more recent years, it is estimated that two million students are suspended 
annually, while only slightly more than three million students graduate per year (US Department 
of Education, 2014). Given that such a large population of the student body is being disciplined 
under zero tolerance, it is vital to look at the repercussions of widespread suspensions. 
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 Furthermore, the idea that black students have been committing more violent acts than in 
the past has been proven to be a falsehood. In fact, several studies show that school violence and 
disruptions have remained stable throughout the years (DeVoe et al., 2004; Dunbar & Villarrue, 
2002). Perceived violence from black children can be seen in how students are disciplined. The 
APA (2004) and Smith (2015) found that white students tend to be suspended for more objective 
offenses, such as smoking, fighting, and vandalism while black students tend to be suspended for 
more subjective offenses. These subjective offenses allow for the disciplinarian to interpret an 
action as violent, when it may not have been a violent act at all.  This leads to more African 
American students being punished under zero tolerance policies than white children, which 
further adds to the disparity in in the way that children are treated in class (Triplett, Allen & 
Lewis, 2014). 
Despite the overwhelming evidence that zero-tolerance policies are used 
disproportionally against black children, many schools are still relying on them as a disciplinary 
tool, which furthers the divide amongst white and black students, and does nothing to remedy the 
negative effects these policies have. Zero tolerance policies are defined as predetermined 
consequences or punishments for certain actions, regardless of the circumstances leading up to 
the actions. This allows for little wiggle room in determining punishments, thus the reason 
behind the action deemed worthy of discipline cannot be taken into account. These punishments 
also tend to be severe in an effort to prevent repeat offenders (APA, 2006; Skiba, 2000). The lack 
of discretion in this definition should make it difficult for discrimination to occur, but when 
black students’ behaviors are perceived to be more disruptive or dangerous than other students, 
those black students are punished more often, which is undeniably not fair. It is important to see 
how this discrimination impacts black students, specifically regarding additional problems later 
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in schooling or in their attitude towards school, given the statistics on recidivism and studies 
showing the negative effects later in life, which are discussed further in the study’s findings. 
Additionally, studies show that students are less satisfied with their schools if expulsion is 
heavily relied on, and that students who are regularly disciplined are more likely to have 
discipline problems later in school (APA, 2006). When nearly 40% of a population receives 
disciplinary action, and the severe punishments that come with zero tolerance polices, it is vital 
that we understand the impact of disciplinary action. 
 The over representation of African American students receiving a suspension or an 
expulsion leads to many negative outcomes. These include grade retention, dropping out of 
school, academic failure, recidivism, and distrust for authoritative figures (Nougera, 1995;Smith, 
2015). Along with those consequences, this can suggest to students that the discrimination of 
black students is warranted, and may even be tolerable (Noguera, 1995; Robbins, 2005; Sullivan 
et al., 2010). Along with these consequences, Robbins (2005) found that some students suffered 
a “social death”, in which an individual is treated as if they are dead, nonexistent, or they simply 
do not matter. This is a problem that can occur for African Americans when they have been 
consistently left out of public life by unfair disciplinary practices in school, unfair hiring 
practices in their adult life, and their overrepresentation in the prison system. Banning zero 
tolerance policies obviously is not the only remedy to avoiding African Americans suffering 
from a social death, but it is one step that could help fix the problem.  
The opportunity to succeed in school should be equal for all children, regardless of race, 
ethnicity, gender, or sexuality. However, with zero tolerance policies, schools treat students 
differently based on race. The U.S. Department of Education (2014) found that black children 
suffer from zero-tolerance policies at a rate that is twice that of white children, and when the 
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punishment warrants suspension, black children are being denied their rate to attend school at a 
rate that is twice that of white children. APA (2008) found that African American students do not 
exhibit higher rates of disruption, but they may be disciplined more severely for less serious or 
more subjective reasons (p. 854). This can create a huge disadvantage for black students who 
additionally wrestle with discrimination outside of school, fewer job prospects after school, and 
other disadvantages in society (Kupchik & Catlaw, 2014). Given that their education is at stake 
with zero tolerance polices, it is important that we determine the immediate and lasting effects 
these policies have on black children so we can work to remedy them. 
This study investigates zero tolerance policies’ effects, asking, “How do zero tolerance 
policies affect the way black students view themselves?” My process to answering this question 
begins in chapter two of this study, the literature review. In reviewing the literature, it became 
apparent that zero tolerance policies are used in troublesome ways and that they cause numerous 
issues amongst schoolchildren. This review led me to question the effects these policies have on 
the individual child, not just the system as a whole.  
The third chapter in this thesis focuses on my research question and the methods I used in 
an effort to answer it. My question, as stated above, was about how zero tolerance policies affect 
the way black children view themselves. This chapter discusses the way I used a systematic 
literature review as a method to determine the answer to this question. I closely read studies that 
related to this topic, and from this discerned three main effects that the discriminatory use of zero 
tolerance policies have on the way black children view themselves.  
The next chapter, the findings section, goes into these effects. It begins with the 
destruction of self-confidence that zero tolerance policies cause. This is followed up by the 
increased chance of recidivism while in school, and the likelihood of criminal behavior outside 
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of school. The last effect this study found was that zero tolerance policies can increase the 
chance of one suffering from psychological issues, such as PTSD, anxiety, and depression. These 
findings, when coupled together, can be seen to negatively affect the self-image of black 
children.  
The last chapter of this study, the conclusion, focuses on tying these findings together to 
show how they can negatively affect the self-image of black children, while also discussing the 
impacts this can have. This section also discusses suggestions that were drawn from relevant 
literature that studies more effective and inclusive disciplinary policies, like restorative justice 
policies. This paper is organized in a way to lay out the issues with zero tolerance policies, 
discuss the question I have regarding them and my methods for answering it, presenting my 
findings, and ending with suggestions to use better policies.  
 
	
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The literature review will discuss why and how racial discrimination occurs in zero 
tolerance polices, how the discrimination affects students of color, and what, if any, lasting 
effects remain because of this discrimination. This review will demonstrate the necessity for 
investigating the effects of zero tolerance policies and how they affect black students’ self-
image.  
Racial Discrimination in Education 
 Historically, African Americans have not been given equal treatment in schools. In fact, 
for much of history, this discrimination was codified into laws like Jim Crow laws, and separate 
but equal policies. Zero tolerance laws and policies make it more difficult for black students to 
have equal opportunities for success in education specifically, but also in society as a whole. For 
example, in schools where students of color make up more than half of the population, there are 
often more security measures than in schools that are predominately white (Dunbar, Jr. & 
Villarruel, 2002; Triplett, Allen & Lewis, 2014; Johnson, 2017). Additional security measures 
create a different learning environment for those students, and the perception that students of 
color require greater security measures suggests that those students have a greater propensity to 
be involved in violent acts (Simmons, 2009).   
 Increased policing in schools through the use of zero tolerance policies suggests that 
schools with a predominately African American student population require surveillance 
7 
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(Duncan, 2011, p. 156). This increased police presence in schools could be connected to the 
broken windows policing policy, explained by the idea that minor infractions (such as begging, 
graffiti, litter, etc.), if unchecked can produce an environment where more serious crime can 
flourish (Sridhar, 2006). Zero tolerance policies have grown from this idea that punishing 
smaller infractions with harsh punishments can help prevent more disruptions in schools 
(Sridhar, 2006). The increased policing in schools with predominately African American 
populations is evident in schools implementing more punitive disciplinary measures than 
suburban schools serving a predominately white population (Johnson, 2017).  It has become 
easier for administrators to suspend or expel misbehaving students than attempting to get to the 
root of their misbehavior (Giroux, 2003). The fact that administrators overly rely on punitive 
punishments may help lead to the idea that black students are more violent or more disruptive 
than their white counterparts.  
How Discrimination Affects Black Students at School 
Considering the vast overrepresentation of African American students receiving 
punishment under zero tolerance policies, it is important to look at how this affects their 
development and their self-image. The overrepresentation of African American students that 
receive exclusionary punishments can cause students to feel “powerless against an omnipotent 
school system or isolated and disenfranchised” (Epp & Watkinson, 1997, p. 145). Suspension of 
African American students strongly correlates with poor academic achievement, grade retention, 
delinquency, and substance abuse (American Bar Association and National Bar Association, 
2001). A single suspension can double the risk that a student will repeat a grade, in addition, 
while correlation does not equal causation, a student who receives one suspension can be 68 
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percent morel likely to drop out of school than a student who never receives one (Kang-Brown, 
et al., 2013).  
 In addition to the problems that exclusionary punishment can cause, it is just as important 
to explore the internal effects of a racially biased discipline system. Consistently having one’s 
behavior viewed as more of a threat than one’s white counterparts can lead to an inability to 
sufficiently develop self-discipline, which can make it more difficult for the student to make 
responsible decisions for themselves by inhibiting their ability to determine what is truly right 
and wrong, and what actions are just perceived to be right or wrong (Winn et al., 2011, p. 156). 
This culture of surveillance and policing can also prevent children from viewing their schools as 
a place of safety and hinder their ability to trust that their teachers and other school personnel 
will act as their advocates (Meiners, 2010, p. 30). The inability for students to develop trust for 
school administrators and to develop self-discipline can create problems down the line, in a way, 
creating a self-fulfilling prophecy for these students who have been viewed as a threat during 
their school career.  
Lasting Effects Of Zero Tolerance 
 The impact of zero tolerance policies on students is vital to investigate, specifically the 
long-term effects on students, as these children go on to become adults, and we should want our 
children growing up to be the best adults they are able to be. Many of these lasting effects are 
psychological. For example, some educational psychologists found that the extreme measures 
that zero tolerance policies take may be traumatic enough to cause students to suffer with 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) later in life (Hyman & Perone, 1998). When black students 
realize they are disciplined at a higher rate than their white counterparts, they may begin to 
believe adults do not care about them and that regardless of how they behave, their actions will 
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be perceived to be more problematic than white children (Hines-Datiri & Carter-Andrews, 2017). 
This attitude can continue later in life and affect how they view other authoritative figures 
(Teske, 2011, p. 92). In today’s world, it is important that black children learn to trust 
authoritative figures and that authoritative figures are not conditioned to view black children as 
more of a threat than white children.  
 
	
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE 
 
METHODS 
 
Purpose and Research Questions 
 The purpose of this systematic literature review is to determine what effects, if any, zero-
tolerance policies have on black students. This following research question guided this study: 
How do zero tolerance policies affect the way black students view themselves? The answers to 
this question can inform disciplinary policy changes that need to be implemented and further 
enlighten policy makers, in and outside of education, the issues that will continue if no change is 
enacted. If we begin to acknowledge the negative effects of zero tolerance policies, perhaps we 
can work to remedy them. 
Methodology: Systematic Literature Review 
This study depends upon previous empirical studies, including both qualitative and 
quantitative, in the process of performing a systematic literature review to determine what effects 
zero tolerance policies have on the development of black children’s self-image. A systematic 
literature review allows for a synthesis of “existing work in a manner that is fair and seen to be 
fair” (Kitchenham et al., 2009, p. 9). With this in mind, a researcher must “make every effort to 
identify and report research that does not support their preferred research hypothesis as well as 
identifying and reporting research that supports it” (Kitchenham et al., 2009, p. 9).  As this study 
is dependent upon previous research, it aims to provide a critical synthesis of studies relating the 
negative effects of zero tolerance policies for black students’ self-images. This method enables 
11 
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one to be able to analyze the findings of multiple studies in an effort to get a more holistic 
answer to a research question, thus allowing for a more informed answer to the research 
question. 
 For this paper, I examined studies performed by experts in the field of school discipline 
and racial discrimination. The empirical studies examined were delimited to the period of 1995 
to present day. This time frame was selected because zero-tolerance policies first began 
emerging in public schools in the early to mid 1990s and, by today, many researchers have had 
the opportunity to study the subject and to determine if there are any negative or positive effects 
on black students’ self-image.  
 I relied on online databases, including JSTOR, ERIC, PsychInfo and Google Scholar, to 
obtain relevant articles for review. To find these articles, I entered the following search terms, 
alone and in combination, into the aforementioned databases: zero-tolerance in schools, self-
image, lasting effects, impacts on students, discrimination, black students, and African American 
students. As this search brought up a plethora of articles, I accepted or rejected articles based on 
the abstract and whether or not they related to my research question. To determine the relevance 
of the articles, I checked to see if the title of the article, or the abstract, included words such as 
zero tolerance, discrimination, self-image, problems, racial, impacts, and effects. The articles 
that met this criteria were then read and analyzed to determine how well they discussed problems 
seen in schools using zero tolerance policies and if they discussed the problems students see later 
in school, and in life if they received disciplinary action at higher rates than their white 
counterparts. Due to a somewhat limited amount of research done specifically into how zero 
tolerance policies affect the self-image of black children, some of the chosen articles also discuss 
the exclusionary policies used under zero tolerance policies. The articles that focused on 
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exclusionary policies did so under a zero tolerance framework, so I decided to include those in 
the study as well.  After performing this search, I closely read and synthesized the remaining 
articles in an effort to answer my research question. In doing this, I began by reading the abstract 
of the study, and if that study seemed to indicate it would be discussing the effects zero tolerance 
policies have on children, then I closely read the study in an effort to discern what effects the 
study found. As appendix A shows, the studies chosen for the study indicated three major effects 
that zero tolerance or exclusionary policies can have on students: destruction of self confidence, 
increased recidivism, and an increased chance of having psychological issues. In an effort to 
have a more holistic base of sources, I did not exclude any studies that may have disproven my 
initial thoughts; however, no such studies were found.   
Limitations 
Limitations do exist with this type of research, particularly when looking at the research 
question. According to Kitchenham (2009), one disadvantage is that there is an increased power 
for meta-analysis, which makes it more likely to detect small biases as well as true effects. In 
addition to the technical disadvantages, a few also exist within the body of work that is being 
analyzed. Most of the studies on the effects of zero-tolerance policies were done because 
researchers were suspicious of schools targeting minority populations. For that reason, most 
articles do focus on the negative effects and do not discuss what, if any, positive outcomes zero-
tolerance policies have. As that is the case, a slight bias is possible, but if positive outcomes had 
arisen, I am confident there would be statistics on what those were. For that reason, I do not 
believe there to be any bias.  
 
	
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR 
 
FINDINGS 
 
 After performing a thorough systematic review of relevant literature pertaining to my 
research question, I have reached several conclusions regarding the effects of racial 
discrimination found in school discipline, specifically zero tolerance discipline policies, and the 
exclusion that comes from them. This section will discuss the findings made. In the appendix, 
there is a full chart of sources used and claims found within each. Through my analysis, I found 
25 studies that discussed the impacts zero tolerance policies have on black student’s self-image.  
 The questions of if and how zero tolerance policies affect minority children’s self image 
and their relationship with society, and later, with authority, are important because having a 
positive self image, and relationship with society and authority, makes one’s life so much easier 
and makes it more likely that the person will have a fulfilling, happy life (Kupchik & Catlaw, 
2014).  From the thorough review of related research, it is apparent that the discriminatory use of 
these policies negatively impacts minority children and their development of a positive self-
image. Numerous studies show that zero tolerance policies are applied discriminatorily to 
individuals, but few touch on the impact that this discrimination has on the total student 
population. This is important, as the impact of zero tolerance policies not only affect the minority 
students in the moment but also creates further harm by the way white children view their fellow 
students of color, which can further impact the place black students see themselves having in 
school and the classroom (Harvard Law Review, 2006). In sum, minority children are doubly 
14 
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affected by, and discriminated against in, a zero tolerance disciplinary school system.  
As Appendix A shows, the synthesization of the relevant literature identifies three main 
effects of the discriminatory use of zero tolerance policies. These findings were partially derived 
by performing the literature review. However, they were more thoroughly developed by 
analyzing the results of the literature reviewed. The three major impacts found during this 
comprehensive study include the destruction of self-confidence in minority children, increased 
recidivism or likelihood of future criminal action, and psychological issues. While not the focus 
of this study, another finding was the impact this has on white students. For example, seeing 
minority children being punished at a higher rate, and for more subjective reasons, can impact 
the way that white children view minority children, either advertently or inadvertently. This can 
cause further discrimination later in life as black and white students or coworkers interact, 
especially if the white person is in a position of power, and they have been taught that black 
people are more likely to cause disruptions (Larke & Webb-Hasan, 2010). As stated, this is not 
the focus of this study, but it is one that will be touched on because it can have damaging impacts 
as well.  
Destruction of Self-Confidence 
The first negative effect on children to be highlighted is the destruction of self-
confidence, specifically among the minority children who are more often disciplined under zero 
tolerance policies.  When a student is treated as if they are less worthy than other children, one 
might start to believe that it is true, which can impact their self-confidence (Ward & Delessert, 
2014). Mirroring this finding, when white students constantly see their black classmates being 
treated more harshly, they may begin to feel that those students deserve to be treated differently 
(Harvard Law Review, 2005).  An extension of this theme, or another result of exclusionary 
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discipline policies, results in students being secluded, or withdrawn, from school, as they feel 
they are not welcome (Basford, Borer & Lewis, 2014; Winn et al, 2006). This method of 
exclusion does not aid in helping minority students develop self-confidence and if anything, it 
may aid in decreasing self-confidence (Sullivan, Larke & Webb-Hasan, 2010: Triplett, Allen & 
Lewis, 2014; Cameron & Sheppard, 2006). 
 Acceptance by ones’ peers is an important part in the development of a healthy self-
confidence, and zero tolerance polices do not help in achieving this feeling of acceptance. 
Punishments, more often than not, include out-of-school suspension or expulsion for students of 
color (Sullivan, Larke, & Webb-Hasan, 2010). Triplett, Allen, and Lewis (2014) found that the 
exclusion of minority students tended to happen for such subjective offenses as a bad attitude. 
They cited prior studies showing the importance of having the ability to be yourself around your 
peers, but when you can be punished for subjective issues, and when some teachers react to any 
emotions expressed by black students as potentially violent, black students may see that they are 
not allowed to just be themselves in school (Nelson, 2008). This feeling of not being able to be 
yourself contributes to the lack of self-confidence exclusionary policies create.    
 However, this discrimination in school does not exist in a bubble.  It may result in 
students losing faith in themselves and in society as a whole (Epp & Watkinson, 1997).  As one 
study found, the students are aware of this “throwaway status, and once they become disinvested 
in their education process, “they become targets for polices and practices that push them out of 
school and into detention centers and jail” (Review of Research in Education, 2011). 
Furthermore, through the variety of  “manifest and latent rituals in schools, many minority and 
lower class students learn that they are not much valued in school, and in society in general” 
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(Verdugo, 2002). This is detrimental to the development of one’s self-confidence and the way 
that they view their place in the school system and society in general. 
 Ultimately, these experiences can be so powerful and aversive that “some students 
develop a negative self-identity” (Cameron & Sheppard, 2006). These disciplinary methods can, 
and do, affect the long-term social and emotional well being of students. This reason, along with 
others presented in my study, should inspire a policy change that fairly and consistently applies 
discipline based on the nature of the behavior, not on the color of the skin or the economic class. 
When one believes in themselves, they are able to achieve much more in life than someone who 
has been taught that zero tolerance is of value and that more intolerance for marginalized groups 
– black children – is warranted and legally mandated, if not tolerable and desirable (Robbins, 
2005). As Stiggins (1999) found, if students lack confidence, they will not be successful. This 
leads to his finding that having confidence is one predictor of success in school. With these 
findings in mind, it is evident that zero tolerance policies negatively affect a child’s ability to 
have confidence in themselves, thus negatively impacting their ability to succeed in school. 
Increased Recidivism 
A second critical impact of discriminatory zero tolerance policies is increased recidivism, 
or the likelihood of future school infractions, and can even increase the likelihood of future 
criminal actions outside of school (Ward & Delessert, 2014). Similar to the destruction of self-
confidence, this result continues to impact students as they become adults.  As many statistics 
show, the United States’ prison population trumps that of most developed nations (ACLU, 2019), 
and these exclusionary disciplinary policies help to funnel children into the system through the 
school-to-prison pipeline (Walker, 2014).  
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 Several studies support the finding that discipline under zero tolerance policies can have 
more negative effects on behavior than positive effects. This can be seen in Sullivan, Larke, and 
Webb-Hasan’s 2010 study of Texas’ school discipline polices that found that “…suspensions and 
expulsions may exacerbate rather than reduce behavior problems because the implementation of 
the ZT has increased the population of expelled and suspended students, specifically African 
American males,” (p. 80). This finding seems to hold true across multiple studies. In addition to 
finding that zero tolerance may exacerbate, rather than reduce behavior problems, one study 
found that “the risk of later incarceration for students who are suspended or expelled and arrested 
is also great” (Heitzeg, 2009).   As noted, studies continue to support the idea that zero tolerance 
discipline policies are increasing the likelihood that a student will become a member of our 
prison population, or at least face trouble in the legal system, later in life (Triplett, Allen  & 
Lewis, 2014; Ward & Delessart, 2014; Welch & Payne, 2010).  
 In consideration of the increased likelihood of future entanglements with the prison 
system, extreme disciplinary reactions, such as zero tolerance, can result in higher rates of repeat 
offenses (Ward & Delessert, 2014). These extreme measures can also contribute to “poor 
academic achievement, grade retention, delinquency, and substance abuse” (Wallace Jr, 
Goodkind, Wallace, & Bachman, 2008). These results have then also been linked to future 
disciplinary actions in an ongoing cycle. In addition, one study deemed these policies to have a 
self-fulfilling prophecy (Simmons, 2009).  The author found that these policies suggest to the 
targeted youth that they embody troublesome identities that require criminalization, thus leading 
to the self-fulfilling prophecy. Along with the obvious issues that come with being in the prison 
system, zero tolerance policies can also increase one’s chances of dropping, or being pushed, out 
of high school (Walker, 2014). When students are punished less harshly, and under less 
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restrictive policies, their chances for success after school become more likely, which lowers the 
chances of them entering into the prison system (Daly et al., 2016).  
Psychological Issues 
The last conclusion drawn from the literature review is that the discriminatory use, and 
the harsh punishments, of zero tolerance policies can cause immediate and lasting psychological 
issues (Hyman & Perone, 1998; Curran, 2016). When students suffer from fear or anxiety while 
at school, it becomes difficult for schools to then provide the academic and social enrichment 
they are designed to provide (Ward & Delessert, 2014). The results from this study indicate that 
the extreme measures that zero tolerance policies take may be traumatic enough to cause students 
to suffer with PTSD later in life and to suffer through immediate mental health issues, such as 
depression and anxiety (Hyman & Perone, 1998).  
 As noted, zero tolerance policies can cause immediate psychological issues in children 
but also PTSD is a prevalent psychological effect.  Triplett, Allen, and Lewis (2014) found that 
the inappropriate use of school discipline has been linked to PTSD, depression, anxiety, and 
aggressive behavior in and outside of school. The fear that comes from the constant threat of 
having actions misinterpreted increases the anxiety and fear in a child (Ward & Delessart, 2014). 
This anxiety can also internalize as hostility towards those who make you fearful (Ward & 
Delessert, 2014). Hostility towards authoritative figures from black students tends to be taken as 
more aggressive than it would be from a white child, thus increasing the likelihood that the 
hostile behavior may be punished (Heitzeg, (2009).  
 Anxiety is also a major issue that children who receive more scrutiny in school may face. 
For example, “receiving discipline suggests to some students that they failed in the eyes of the 
teacher…and that they are bad” (Cameron & Sheppard, 2006). This creates tension in the 
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classroom from students that are fearful that any small disagreement can be perceived as a 
threatening action that warrants harsh discipline. This tension increases fear that can breed a 
heightened level of anxiety (Ward & Delessert, 2014).  
 With these effects in mind, it is no wonder that students in this situation can begin to 
suffer from a social death (Robbins, 2005). This psychological effect can be detrimental to the 
mental health of students. Králová  (2015), states that three conditions contribute to one 
experiencing social death: a loss of social identity, a loss of social connectedness, and losses 
associated with disintegration of the body (which obviously does not occur in school children). 
He gives the simple definition of not being able to take part in daily activities. Zero tolerance 
policies are founded on the premise of separating “problem children” from their peers. When a 
student is removed from a situation, he is not being allowed to take part in daily activities. Not 
all students who are disciplined through zero tolerance policies will experience this extreme 
psychological effect, but for the ones who do it can be hard rebound (Borgstrom, 2017).  If a 
policy is capable of creating these detrimental, lasting, psychological effects on a student, it 
seems that the policy should not be enforced.  
In conclusion, the studies reviewed show that zero tolerance polices have three major 
negative effects. These are seen in the destruction of their self-confidence, the likelihood of 
future, or increased rates of recidivism, and also by the psychological effects cause by the harsh 
and discriminatory use of the policies. The following discussion section will talk about other 
problems with their resultant negative effects from this policy, what can be done to correct the 
policies and how to move forward with the goal of providing all children an education in a safe, 
inclusive environment that provides hope and opportunity for success.
	
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND SUGGESTIONS 
 
Conclusions Drawn and Implications 
The application of zero-tolerance policies is a subject that needs to be reviewed in order 
to identify and then remedy the possible negative effects on students’ development of self-image, 
and the negative lasting effects these policies can have. If these policies are being used to target 
minority students, then something needs to be done to remedy the overrepresentation of black 
students receiving punishment. A review of the literature has shown that the discriminatory use 
of zero tolerance policies does have an impact on the development and self-image of minority 
children. Numerous studies, shown in Appendix A, show how zero tolerance policies affect the 
self-confidence of black children. The discriminatory use of these policies show black children 
that their lives are not as valuable as their white classmates.  A black child’s behavior is more 
likely to be perceived as violent or disruptive than a white child. Once the students begin to 
notice this, their self-confidence can be destroyed because they notice that they are not allowed 
to grow and develop as a person in the same way a white child is. Their mistakes are viewed as 
more intentional than a while child who just “messed up” (Smith, 2015).  
Additionally, the increased rate of recidivism that this study found is equally alarming. If 
school is viewed as a means to a more successful life, we are doing students an injustice by 
allowing this policy to continue.  As my systematic literature review showed, when a child is 
expelled or suspended from school, they are much more likely to experience legal trouble later in 
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life. They are also more likely to receive punishment later in their schooling, not just after school 
is done. With the increased chance of recidivism that comes from the use of this policy, we are 
not giving our children the chance of success. Students who are constantly being punished in 
school have a higher chance of dropping out, thus decreasing their chance of success in finding a 
well-paying job (Walker, 2014). These factors can contribute to the inability for black children to 
develop a positive self-image as it is hard to be positive when you are in and out of the system 
due to zero tolerance policies.  
The last implication this study focuses on is that of psychological issues that are a result 
of the harsh punishments involved with zero tolerance policies, and the discriminatory way in 
which they are applied. These include PTSD, anxiety, depression, and in some cases, black 
children can experience the feeling of social death. Specifically, there is a direct correlation 
between students that are punished under zero tolerance policies experiencing these 
psychological issues (Curran, 2016). Students perform better when they feel comfortable in 
school, and also, when they are not suffering from anxiety around their actions and how they 
may be perceived in the classroom. Less punitive disciplinary measures may help to lessen these 
issues and feelings within students, thus helping them perform better in school. 
Suggestions 
This study is not suggesting that discipline is unwarranted.  In fact, discipline, when 
applied consistently and fairly, allows students the opportunity to grow and learn behaviors that 
will foster positive interactions in school and society. The findings from this study instead 
suggest the need to reevaluate the approach we take to disciplining children, for example, 
replacing punitive measures, like zero tolerance, with more restorative measures, like restorative 
justice. With that being said, studies referenced here note that some schools are trying to 
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positively move forward regarding their approach to discipline. One of the more popular 
approaches at this time is discipline based on restorative justice. Restorative justice is an 
innovative approach to both “offending or challenging behavior which puts repairing harm done 
to relationships and people over and above the need for assigning blame and dispensing 
punishment” (Wright, 1999). Restorative justice is essentially the opposite of the more traditional 
discipline approach of exclusionary punishment.  For example, instead of defining misbehavior 
as breaking school rules or letting the school down, restorative justice defines it as harm done to 
one person or group by another. (Wright, 1999) This definition of discipline, coupled with the 
focus on repairing students’ relationships, has the potential to lead to emotional growth amongst 
those involved. One study found that restorative circle programs helped to interrupt the school-
to-prison pipeline and improved student-teacher relationships, and also their academic 
performance (Ortega et al., 2016).  Instead of making a student feel like they are letting the 
school and themselves down, and making them feel like they are not capable of contributing in a 
positive way to the school environment, this method allows for the student to learn how to fix the 
relationship they have with their peers, adults, and community, thus strengthening that 
relationship.  
Another suggested method of discipline is positive behavior support. This can be defined 
as “the application of behavior analysis to achieve a socially important behavior change,” 
(Thompson, 2016). This started as a method to help students with severe disabilities who showed 
extreme forms of aggression, but some schools have begun using it for the whole student body. 
Thompson found this method to be effective because it consists of a support system, or team, 
made up of many school personnel, like administrators, faculty, and staff members. These teams 
meet once a month to identify new issues, find solutions to those issues, and then communicate 
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them to the entire school. This is done for the whole student body, not just one specific student, 
which can be beneficial in encouraging positive behavior.  
Both of these suggestions require a more positive approach to discipline, as opposed to 
the traditional exclusionary approaches. Students who feel like they have the chance to make 
mistakes, without those mistakes costing them their education, they are more able to flourish and 
grow with their education. When schools invest in the children, and show them that they matter, 
and that even when they make a mistake, they are still welcome in the classroom, the children 
can develop a more positive self-image, which can help them to be successful later in life. This is 
worth investing the time to find a remedy, as this study does not set out to determine what the 
best method is, but it does show the negative effects that zero tolerance polices have on black 
children. In conclusion, when a disciplinary policy has consistently shown to have multiple, long 
lasting, negative effects on children, especially on a population that already faces discrimination 
outside of school, that policy is problematic. School should be a place where children have an 
even playing field, not one where black children feel that they have to conform to the majority 
white culture or fear that they will be punished for not do 
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APPENDIX A 
 
RAW DATA TABLE 
 
Source Name URL Destruction of self confidence 
Increased recidivism or 
likelihood of future 
criminal action 
Psychological issues 
Race, Gender, 
and Class 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/4167
4726.pdf?refreqid
=excelsior%3Ab 
 
"…suspensions and 
expulsions may 
exacerbate rather than 
reduce behavior 
problems because the 
implementation of the 
ZT has increased the 
population of expelled 
and suspended students, 
specifically African 
American males" 
 
The Phi Delta 
Kappa 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/2043
9601.pdf?refreqid
=search%3A15d 
 
"any intervention that 
treats dissimilar 
problems with similar 
behavioral outcomes the 
same is not only unfair 
but destined to fail" 
 
ABA Journal 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/4415
9911.pdf?refreqid
=search%3A15d0
83776eb2431248
6f2ca4c6d00a9f 
 
"…extreme disciplinary 
reactions are resulting in 
higher rates of repeat 
offenses" 
"There's a real tension 
here-from hostility, 
fear, and chaos that 
breeds a heightened 
level of anxiety…" 
Social 
Problems 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/10.15
25/sp.2010.57.1.2
5.pdf?refreqid 
 
"This not only affects 
future prospects of 
employment…but also 
the likelihood of 
involvement in crime 
and the criminal justice 
system" 
 
The Journal 
of Negro 
Education 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/10.77
09/jnegroeducatio
n.83.3.0352.p 
"Punitive discipline 
and academic 
struggles also affect 
the long-term social 
and emotional well 
being of students" 
"Suspension strongly 
correlates with future 
delinquency and 
substance use…" 
"Inappropriate use of 
school discipline has 
also been linked to 
posttraumatic stress 
disorder, depression, 
anxiety, and 
aggressive behavior in 
and outside of 
school.” 
Children & 
Schools 
http://cojustice.or
g/School%20Disc
ipline%20and%20
Social%20Work
%20Practice.pdf 
"Such experiences can 
be powerful and 
aversive enough that 
some students may 
develop a negative 
self-identity” 
"Receiving discipline 
suggests to some 
students that they failed 
in the eyes of the 
teacher, a 'significant 
other', and that they are 
'bad'" 
"School discipline has 
been linked with 
posttraumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), 
depression, anxiety, 
etc…" 
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Education 
and Urban 
Society 
http://citeseerx.ist.
psu.edu/viewdoc/
download?doi=10
.1.1.922.4902&re
p=rep1&type=pdf 
"through a variety of 
manifest and latent 
rituals in schools, 
many minority and 
lower class students 
learn that they are not 
much valued in school 
and in society in 
general" 
"…declares that students 
with oppositional 
viewpoints tend to 
increase their likelihood 
of dropping out and/or 
resigning themselves to 
a nonmainstream way of 
life" 
 
Forum on 
Public Policy 
Online 
https://files.eric.e
d.gov/fulltext/EJ8
70076.pdf 
 
"The risk of later 
incarceration for 
students who are 
suspended or expelled 
and unrested is also 
great" 
 
The Journal 
of Negro 
Education 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/10.77
09/jnegroeducatio
n.83.3.0338.p 
 
"That practice of 
criminalizing traditional 
school-related 
infractions has led to 
increased juvenile 
arrests and secure 
detention, positioning 
youth on school-to-
prison pathways" 
 
Counterpoints 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/4298
2343.pdf?refreqid
=search%3A9bc0
90e55d5bd7cb6d3
1680afe03bec6 
"Feelings of shame, 
humiliation, and anger 
may set off an 
irreversible downward 
trajectory…they may 
feel rejected and 
unwanted" 
"There is a direct link 
between these 
exclusionary discipline 
consequences and 
entrance to prison…" 
 
The Negro 
Educational 
Review 
   
"Suspension of 
African American 
students strongly 
correlates with poor 
academic 
achievement, grade 
retention, 
delinquency, and 
substance abuse” 
Race/ 
Ethnicity: 
Multidisciplin
ary Global 
Contexts 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/2559
5013.pdf 
 
"Punitive policies, such 
as zero tolerance, also 
suggest to youth that 
they embody 
troublesome identities 
that require 
criminalization, and this 
suggestion could act as a 
self-fulfilling prophesy" 
 
Review of 
Research in 
Education 
http://www.jstor.o
rg.flagship.luc.ed
u/stable/pdf/4134
9015.pdf?refreqid
=excelsior%3A89
535723cb35d191
68d448997fa996b
"Youth are aware of 
this 'throwaway' 
status; once they 
become disinvested in 
their education 
process they become 
targets for policies and 
"Today, students of 
color are dropping out 
and being pushed out of 
high school, which 
limits job options and 
contributes to the 
school-prison nexus." 
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e practices that push 
them out of schools 
and into detention 
centers and jails" 
Epp, R. & 
Watkinson, 
A. 
  
students begin to feel 
"powerless against an 
omnipotent school 
system or isolated and 
disenfranchised" 
 
Meiners, E. 
R.  
"…for them to trust 
that their teachers and 
other school personnel 
will act as their 
advocates" 
"the inability for 
students to develop trust 
for school administrators 
and for them to develop 
self-discipline can create 
problems down the line." 
 
Journal of 
School 
Psychology 
   
"…the extreme 
measures that zero 
tolerance policies take 
may be traumatic 
enough to cause 
students to suffer with 
posttraumatic stress 
disorder later in life" 
Journal of 
Child and 
Adolescent 
Psychiatric 
Nursing 
 
“When black students 
realize they are 
disciplined at a higher 
rate than their white 
counterparts they 
begin to believe adults 
do not care about 
them” 
  
Report of the 
APA Task 
Force on Zero 
Tolerance 
http://www.apa.or
g/pubs/info/report
s/zero-tolerance-
report.pdf 
 
"rather than reducing the 
likelihood of disruption 
however, school 
suspension in general 
appears to predict higher 
future rates of 
misbehavior and 
suspension among those 
students who are 
suspended" 
 
Harvard 
Educational 
Review 
 
"…all students are 
taught that this 
discrimination of 
students of color is 
warranted, and may 
even be tolerable" 
  
The Journal 
of Negro 
Education 
http://www.jstor.o
rg/stable/4002722
6 
Found that some 
students suffered a 
"social death" from 
the misuse of zero 
tolerance policies 
  
Race, Gender, 
and Class 
http://www.jstor.o
rg/stable/4167472
6 
"When students of 
color are victimized, it 
sends the message to 
  
29	
	
 
 
 
them that those in 
authority cannot be 
trusted" 
Urban 
Education 
journals.sagepub.
com/doi/10.1177/
00420859176902
04 
  
"…the complex 
detrimental effects of 
ZTPs on Black girls' 
ubarn schooling 
experiences and 
identity development" 
 
Critical 
Examinations 
of School 
Violence and 
Disturbance 
in K-12 
Education 
https://www.resea
rchgate.net/public
ation/306320654_
Racial_disproport
ionalities_in_disci
pline_The_role_o
f_zero_tolerance_
policies 
  
"….exposure is 
predictive of 
psychological trauma 
and violent behavior." 
 
APA 
Handbook of 
Psychology 
and Juvenile 
Justice 
https://www.resea
rchgate.net/public
ation/306320654_
Racial_disproport
ionalities_in_disci
pline_The_role_o
f_zero_tolerance_
policies 
 
 
"…zero tolerance 
approach and describe 
how these policies have 
contributed to the 
school-to-prison 
pipeline." 
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